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Decolonizing Central Europe: Czech Art and the
Question of ‘Colonial Innocence’

Matthew Rampley

The recent call to decolonize art history and the institutions of art have largely focused on the
legacies of the major European and American colonial powers, such as Britain, France, Spain
and the United States. Positioning Europe at the heart of modernity/coloniality prompts
questions to do with how to place the states and cultures of east central Europe, none of
which had colonial territories or engaged in projects of expropriation and colonial
exploitation. It was along assumed that states such as Poland, Hungary and the Czech
Republic were little touched by the debate over decolonization, precisely because they had
no overseas colonial empires. Belief in ‘colonial innocence’ was an important aspect of
national self-definition. This article examines this conviction with reference to the specific
case of the Czech lands and Czechoslovakia. Looking at practices of cultural representation,
museum collecting and architecture in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it
suggests that the idea of colonial innocence is open to interrogation.

Keywords: Decolonization; Czechoslovakia; Austria-Hungary; Bosnia; Orientalism;
Imperialism; Art collecting; Museums; Post-colonialism; Central Europe

Introduction

In 2020 an extended questionnaire was published in Art History on the topic of
‘Decolonizing Art History’.1 With responses from some 30 critics, academic art histo-
rians and curators, the questionnaire posed the following basic questions:

. What is the historical specificity of current calls to decolonize art history? How
are they different from previous challenges to the discipline?

. What is your understanding of decolonizing art history now? What does a
decolonized art history look like? How should it be written/practised?

. How might the decolonization of art history impact upon your own area of
research/practice? What would be produced from it? Might anything have to
be jettisoned?

. Where should decolonization in relation to art history happen? What strategies
might different spaces for decolonization demand?

Space does not allow for a detailed description of all individual replies; indeed, it is not
necessary, for although there were differences of emphasis, certain views were shared
by many if not most of the respondents. They included: (1) an emphasis on the
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intertwining of European and American art and art institutions with colonial rule; (2)
the argument that art historical discourse is itself a product of European colonialism;
(3) acknowledgement that its basic categories, discourses and values require disman-
tling as part of what Mignolo has termed ‘epistemic disobedience’; (4) and creating a
space for the voice of the colonized to be heard.2 Decolonizing art history consequent-
ly demands more than merely expanding the geographical range of teaching and
research in art history. It also demands rethinking how the discipline is even con-
ceived, including the notion of art ‘history’, which, it has been argued, privileged a
model of time and European civilization that was central to the project of colonial
legitimation.3

The call to decolonize has been largely aimed at the established imperial regimes:
British, French, American, Spanish, Portuguese, Belgian, German, Russian, Italian and
Japanese. A discourse has also emerged on the developing economic imperialism on
the part of the European Union, although this has yet to have had much impact on
analysis of the visual arts.4 However, what is the pertinence of the debate over decol-
oniality when it comes to a region that has been central to the project of European
modernity, but which has seldom been seen as an agent of colonialism? I am referring
to the states of east central Europe, which have, if anything, been characterized in
terms of their subaltern status in regard to the dominant powers of Russia,
Germany and Austria.

I pose this question because many have claimed that east central Europe compris-
es an exception. No states of the region had overseas colonial empires comparable to
those of the western European powers; indeed, much of the debate over the geopolit-
ical role of central Europe has emphasized its location on the political and cultural
margins. It is consequently assumed that the project of decoloniality is of only tangen-
tial significance to east central Europe.

This article argues, however, that it is not so easily disentangled from the
wider history of European colonialism and that the call to decolonize is just as
pertinent for east central Europe as it is for the old imperial centres of power
further west, albeit in different ways. In order to amplify this in more detail,
the remainder of this article focuses on Bohemia, Moravia and Moravian Silesia
– traditionally, but erroneously referred to as the ‘Czech lands’ – and, from
1918 onwards, Czechoslovakia. The issues discussed here, however, are equally ap-
plicable to analysis of neighbouring states and cultures. The article is therefore
treating Czech and Czechoslovak culture as the preliminary to a much broader
inquiry.

A Manifesto of Decolonization

Where east central Europe has been discussed in the context of colonialism, it has
often been as the colonized rather than as a putative ‘colonizer’. Larry Wolff, for
example, examined the emergence of the concept of ‘Eastern Europe’ in the Enlight-
enment imagination of western Europe as populated by exotic, half-oriental, back-
ward others.5 For many in the salons of Paris and London, Eastern Europe was the
home of:
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the Hungarian, striding stiffly, with his fur-lined dolman, his close-fitting
trousers reaching almost to his ankles, and his long pigtail; or the round-
headed Pole with his monkish haircut and flowing sleeves: both nations
die in their boots – Armenians, Wallachians and Moldavians, with their
half-Oriental costumes, are not uncommon – The Serbians with their
twisted moustaches… . The Polish Jews, all swathed in black, their faces
bearded and their hair all twisted in knots, resemble scarecrows: a living
satire of the Chosen Race – Bohemian peasants with their long boots; Hun-
garian and Transylvanian waggoners with sheepskin greatcoats.6

The affinities between the image of the Slavs of south-eastern Europe and that of the
Islamic world prompted Maria Todorova to coin the term ‘Balkanism’ as a counter-
part to Edward Said’s notion of ‘orientalism,’ while the proliferation of popular
adventure novels set in central and eastern Europe has led to the idea of the ‘Rurita-
nian romance’ after the fictional location of Anthony Hope’s 1894 novel The Prisoner
of Zenda.7

Likewise, the Habsburg postcolonial project undertaken by a group of Austrian
researchers suggested that it was appropriate to approach the cultural and political
dynamics of Austria-Hungary in terms of colonial relations. The Habsburg adminis-
tration’s policy of ‘inner colonisation’, as they put it, its attitude towards those subject
peoples who were not Italians, German-Austrians or Hungarians, could be compared
to the imperial rule of France or Britain, predicated on a clear hierarchy of peoples and
cultures.8 Clemens von Metternich’s assertion that ‘Asia begins at the Landstrasse’
may have been apocryphal – the attribution of this, his most famous statement,
may have been based merely on hearsay – but it expressed an attitude that was
widely held by Austrians.9 The popular Austrian author Karl Franzos (1848–1904)
titled his book of travel reports in Galicia and Bukovina Half Asia, while Habsburg
rule over Bosnia was explicitly understood to be a civilizing mission.10

Discussion of asymmetrical and hierarchial relations has been similarly influential
in art history. One of the most prominent voices in this context, Piotr Piotrowski,
described in compelling terms the inequalities besetting the relation between the mod-
ernisms of the canonical artistic centres of Paris, Berlin and New York and those of
central Europe, and how that relation has been understood. For the latter were
almost invariably interpreted as latecomers or derivative camp-followers. In order
to overcome this hierarchy he advocated adoption of ‘horizontal art history’, a
process he described using what has long been a staple of post-colonial criticism:
Hegel’s master–slave dialectic.11 This involves not merely restoring artistic agency
to the art centres of east central Europe, but also overturning the power relations
that have given symbolic dominance and a near-monopoly of cultural capital to
North America, western Europe and, to some degree, Russia and the former Soviet
Union.

Against this background, two short articles published in Czech in 2020 ran very
much against the grain. The first was a brief reflection by the political scientist
Pavel Barša on the failures of the members of the Visegrád-4 group of countries
(Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia) to respond to the Syrian
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humanitarian crisis of 2015.12 The states in question refused to comply with the
refugee quota agreement the European Commission attempted to broker and, more
generally, displayed little sympathy with the plight of Syrians fleeing the civil war
there. How might we understand this, given that the collapse of Communist rule
had been accompanied by a rhetoric of universal human rights and solidarity?

The reason, Barša argued, was the continuing legacy of official Communist atti-
tudes towards the Third World (the dominant term at the time) and its pursuit of sol-
idarity in the name of anti-capitalist and anti-colonial struggle. Scepticism towards the
government and its manipulative propaganda meant that many Czechs, amongst
others, had little sympathy with anti-racial struggles. As Barša noted:

The more or less compulsory collections for ‘solidarity funds’ aimed at sup-
porting the peoples of the Third World, which the Communist regime
implemented in Czech workplaces, high schools, and universities, discredit-
ed both pan-human solidarity and anti-colonialism. As part of its propagan-
distic self-legitimisation, the regime forced upon us a key to understanding
the world: the evil, racist West against the virtuous, oppressed South.13

Cynicism towards this rhetoric meant that many Czechs were driven all the more
to identify with the capitalist West; Milan Kundera’s famous essay in 1984 on the
‘tragedy’ of central Europe exemplifies this outlook, since his thesis that the
nations of central Europe had somehow been kidnapped from their historic
place at the heart of western culture was the antithesis of the idea of global anti-
colonial struggle and, Barša suggested, explained the dynamics of Czech culture
since 1989.14

For a sense of ‘rejoining’ Europe was central to the ideology of the Velvet
Revolution of 1989 and revealed the cultural pathology at play, Barša noted,
since the primary concern was to ensure that the place of Czechs and Slovaks
as ‘European’ remained unthreatened. For many it was important, he argued,
to draw a clear boundary between Czechoslovakia and other states deemed on
the periphery of Europe or even not European at all. The Syrians reminded
them of what they had most feared becoming. In this light it was important,
he suggested, to challenge the traditional self-definition of Czechs as one of the
‘small’ nations.15 For Czechs had to confront the uncomfortable fact that even
if their embrace of a Eurocentric view of themselves was not explicitly founded
on notions of white supremacism, it nevertheless bore troubling similarities,
evident in the racism that members of many minorities, in particular Muslims,
faced on a daily basis.

Shortly after, Barša and colleagues and students at Charles University published a
Manifesto of Decolonization, which made even broader claims. It stated:

The Czech lands are historically connected with the rest of the world.
Central Europe is not outside the complicated relationship of the West
and its former colonies, outside of world history. In addition, many
Czech travelers, missionaries, businessmen, and soldiers were directly
involved in building and maintaining the colonial system.
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Further, he added:

It is not just about the economy, but also about cultural ideas. Narratives of
“overseas discoveries” or the exoticization of blackness served the Czechs as
a confirmation of their place as part of the West, and as a result they agreed
with the colonial system. The colonial imagination, which builds on the ma-
turity of the West and the backwardness of the global South, is present in
fairy tales, travel films, adventure novels, museums of various specializations
and school syllabuses.16

It was a bold assertion, but after some initial interest in the press and media, it was
quickly forgotten and little seems to have shifted. Some, such as the Prague-based
art historian Milena Bartlová, were sympathetic to Barša’s position, but expressed
pessimism about its prospects, due to the depth of change it would require of es-
tablished value hierarchies and narratives of Czech culture and society.17 Interro-
gation of the colonial past was either politely ignored or even resisted because it
brought into question fundamental tropes of Czech national identity. For ever
since František Palacký (1798–1876) published the founding history of Bohemia
and Moravia in 1836, the dominant myth of Czech identity was as a nation op-
pressed by German and then Habsburg rule, especially after the Battle of the
White Mountain of 1621, which saw the defeat of the last attempt by the Bohemian
aristocracy to challenge imperial rule.18 This notion has been repeated over and
over again; the Czechs were, it is commonly held, the ‘little’ nation, the victims
of Habsburg and AustrianGerman domination, it has been contended, innocent
of the colonial ambitions of their larger neighbours. Indeed, Palacký’s myth of
Czech national history, which has exercised such a powerful hold on the historical
imagination even in the present, has arguably served to mask the deeper entangle-
ments of Czechs in European colonialism.

TheManifesto of Decolonization focused on recent events, tracing their roots back
to widespread cynicism towards official Communist policy and rhetoric regarding
anti-colonial solidarity with the global south. However, the origins of the attitudes
and practices in question go further back, to Austria Hungary and to the imperialist
mindset that sustained it. For although the years of Habsburg rule led to the hegemony
of Austrian-German culture, many Czech speakers were also enablers and agents of
imperial rule and of its global aspirations. Consequently, too, while Czech nationalists,
in particular, resented their subordinate status within the Empire, the identification of
Czechs as (implicitly white) ‘European’ meant that when it came to attitudes to and
interactions with peoples outside of Europe, in Africa, Asia and Australasia, for
example, they differed little from their contemporaries in neighbouring countries
such as Germany, France or Belgium.

In examining the relevance of the call to decolonize to the understanding of Czech
art, architecture and visual culture, the focus of the remainder of this article is on the
period of the late Habsburg Empire and the First Czechoslovak Republic, which was
set up after its demise. It discusses examples that illustrate two specific themes in more
detail: (1) exoticism, architecture, art and discursive representations during in Habsburg
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Empire; and (2) art collectingby individualCzech travellers andbymuseums andgalleries
now in the Czech Republic. Its aim is to open up a space for wider critical examination of
the place of Czech culture and society in the European colonial project.

A Bohemian Empire and Bohemian Exoticisms

There never was a Bohemian, Moravian or Czech colonial empire. Nor, indeed, did
Austria-Hungary have an empire comparable to those of France or Britain. Its only
formal colony was Bosnia-Herzegovina, annexed from the Ottoman Empire in
1878, and it can hardly be accused of the same kind of exploitation of overseas
resources, people and artefacts that characterized the empires of the major European
powers. Traditionally, historians have tended to emphasize the difference in this regard
between Austria-Hungary and its European neighbours. Hence, even if we accept that
the Habsburg (and Hungarian) administrations treated their Slavic and Romanian
minorities in a high-handed manner, there was still a distinction between Austria-
Hungary and France or Britain. Romanians, Slavs and other groups may have com-
plained about the cultural and political hegemony of Austrian Germans and the Hun-
garians, but this imbalance was not remotely comparable to the situation of most
colonial subjects of France or Britain. Indeed, Poles and Czechs were often involved
in imperial government. One may contrast this with the legal and social gulf that sep-
arated African subjects, for example, from their colonial rulers, or indeed the treat-
ment of aboriginal Australians by European settlers.19

It would consequently be misleading to view Austria-Hungary as just one more
European colonial power; nevertheless, when it comes to overseas imperial ventures
and the aspiration to rule over non-Europeans, this distinction has slowly come to
be picked apart.20 Even if the installation of Maximilian, brother of the Habsburg
emperor Franz Josef, on the Mexican throne was driven by the ambitions of Napoleon
III (and Conservative Mexicans) rather than Austrian scheming, there had been earlier
attempts at establishing an overseas presence.21 In the late eighteenth century the
Habsburg administration sought (unsuccessfully) to boost maritime trade and estab-
lish possessions in India and the Nicobar Islands in the Indian Ocean through the
short-lived Imperial Asiatic Company of Trieste and Antwerp.22 A century later,
Austria-Hungary was also active in the European suppression of China and of the
so-called Boxer Rebellion at the end of the nineteenth century, gaining a foothold
of territory there until it was expelled in 1917.23 The Habsburgs placed no demands
for territories at the Berlin Conference of 1884––1885 that decided the fate of
Africa, but the state did gain trading concessions and unimpeded access to nearly
all European ports in the continent.24 Austria-Hungary was thus still a participant
and beneficiary of the colonial system. As Walter Sauer has stated:

If, in a rather simplistic manner, only “formal empire” (direct state control)
is considered, then the significance of the Habsburg monarchy is indeed
minimal. European overseas expansion, however, was a more complex phe-
nomenon. Over the centuries, it played itself out in different intensities,
developed both formal and informal empires and varied considerably
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between different European countries depending on a range of underlying
interests, available resources and political timetables.

If we adopt a broader understanding of European dominance, in which both
formal and informal strategies (like hegemonial relations in trade or ideol-
ogy) are included, and in which political, economic and cultural phenom-
ena are addressed, the resulting picture of Austria-Hungary becomes
more complex.25

We can identify its colonial imprint in terms of the role of enterprises such as trade
missions, scientific and scholarly expeditions and missionary activity. Indeed, this
list can be expanded by the inclusion of individual travellers and explorers. Aside
from those whose activities gained semi-official support from the central govern-
ment, others whose initiatives were merely an outcome of civil society were
equally beneficiaries of the fact that, as subjects of one of the great European
land powers, they enjoyed a hegemonic position wherever they travelled. As
such, many Habsburg subjects harboured an outlook about their place in the
world – as Christians/Jews and Europeans – that would not have been at odds
with views held in nineteenth-century Paris, Brussels or London. Thus, expeditions
such as the Habsburg-sponsored 1872–1874 voyage of the Tegetthoff to find the
Northwest Passage were arguably driven by a similar ideology; the Tegetthoff’s
claim to Franz Josef Land, for example, indicated that Austrians, too, were no ex-
ception to the ‘soaring proprietal ambition of the European imperial mind’ of the
nineteenth century.26

Figures from Bohemia and Moravia played an important role in the administra-
tion of the Habsburg Empire as agents and members of an ‘imperial service class’ that
saw itself as standing above ethnic and linguistic divisions.27 As early as the eighteenth
century, this class included prominent state actors such as Wenzel Anton Kaunitz,
state chancellor from 1753 to 1792, Count Franz Anton Kolowrat-Liebsteinsky,
head of the Austrian state council in the 1820s and 1830s, or Leopold Count of
Thun and Hohenstein, responsible for significant reforms as minister for education
in the 1850s, and a keen advocate of the Czech national revival.

It might of course be objected that this is of little relevance here, for these and
other individuals did not identify themselves as ‘Czech’. Instead, they were impe-
rial subjects from Bohemia or Moravia; it was only in the late nineteenth century
that ‘German’ and ‘Czech’ came to displace those earlier forms of identification.28

This shift has often been used by Czechs to disavow a connection with that earlier
Habsburg history; in this context Filip Herza has referred to the phenomenon of
Czech ‘colonial exceptionalism’. which he defines as ‘the relatively strong and
persisting conviction that Czechoslovakia has been [sic] part of the project of
Western modernity, while at the same time has been able to claim “colonial inno-
cence”.’29 Yet this distinction is not so easily drawn, for Czechs were not immune
to the appeal of colonial fantasies. In 1919 the writer Jan Havlasa (1883–1964),
author of novels set in ‘exotic’ locations such as Singapore (Children of Disquiet,
1918), Japan (Windows into the Fog, 1918; Figure 1) and Tahiti (The Song of
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the Coral Reefs, 1922), published a pamphlet arguing that the newly founded
Czechoslovak Republic should take over administration of the former German
colony of Togo.30

Moreover, there are numerous figures who were unambiguously tied to the Habs-
burg Empire, yet who have also been claimed as central figures in Czech culture, too.

Figure 1. Otakar Štáfl, Front cover illustration to Jan Havlasa, Windows into the Fog (Prague, 1918).
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Perhaps the best-known example is Alois Musil (1868–1944), born to a farming family
near the Moravian town of Vyškov. Trained as a theologian in Olmütz/Olomouc in
Moravia, and then Jerusalem, he first came to public prominence on account of his
archaeological expeditions in the Middle East. During extensive travels in Jordan in
the 1890s, funded by the imperial library in Vienna, he discovered the early
Islamic castle of Qusayr ‘Amra, famous for its figurative frescoes. He later published
his findings in Vienna (Figures 2 and 3) with the support of the art historians Alois
Riegl and Franz Wickhoff.31 By 1909 he had become a professor of Arabic and
Biblical Studies at the University of Vienna and was a prominent figure in the Habs-
burg academic establishment. In his capacity as an ordained cleric, Musil also
became close to the imperial family, eventually serving as the personal confessor
to Emperor Karl and his wife Zita. During the First World War he was employed
by the Habsburg state to use his extensive contacts in the Arabic Middle East to
counter attempts by the British to foment Arab rebellion against Ottoman rule.
After 1918, he became a Czechoslovak citizen; initially viewed with a certain
amount of suspicion owing to his imperial connections, he was appointed professor
at Charles University in Prague in 1920, and eventually became instrumental in
founding the Oriental Institute there.32

As a scholar of Islamic culture, and as an archaeological overseeing archaeological
expeditions in the Jordanian desert, Musil arguably exemplified the figure of the Eu-
ropean scholar of the ‘orient’ analysed, first, by Edward Said and then by later

Figure 2. Alphons Mielich, Cross section of Qusayr ‘Amra (1901) from Alois Musil, Kusejr Amra (Vienna,
1907). Photo: New York Public Library.
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authors.33 This impression is strengthened by his willingness to further the Habsburg
cause by treating the Levant and the Jordan as a stage on which great power politics
were played out, where local cultures were cultivated merely as auxiliaries to larger im-
perial strategies. His move to Prague was a continuation rather than break with the
past in this respect. In 1920 he published a pamphlet in Czech on ‘Our Tasks in Ori-
ental Studies and in the Orient’, which provided an outline of the state of Czechoslo-
vak scholarship on the Middle East, but in which the model was unambiguously that
of France and Britain.34 Later, in 1935, he published a lecture describing the ways in
which Czechoslovakia could deploy relationships in the Middle East to further its own
strategic priorities, with little consideration for the wishes or aspirations of the local
populations.35

Musil was also one of the founders of the journal Archiv Orientální (The Oriental
Archive) of the Institute of Oriental Studies in Prague, which first appeared in 1929.
With articles in German, French and English alone (it was not until 1946 that an issue
included contributions in Czech), the journal was part of the mainstream of European
academic research on the ancient Near East as well as contemporary Islamic culture
and, as such, Musil himself was a prolific author; in the 1930s he wrote a series of
books under the title ‘The Orient Today’ (Dnešní orient), on regions and countries
across Africa and Asia, ranging from the Lebanon to Ethiopia, Libya and the Himala-
yas.36 They were serious studies of the countries in question, but, with a focus on
exotic local characteristics, such books are still vulnerable to the criticism that they
adopt the typical exoticizing gaze of the western European observer. Alongside
these works Musil also published popular accounts of his pre-war travels in
English, German and Czech for younger readers.37 These took the form of travelogues

Figure 3. Alphons Mielich, Frescoes of Qusayr ‘Amra (1901) from Alois Musil, Kusejr Amra (Vienna, 1907).
Photo: New York Public Library.
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and novels, telling tales of adventures in the Middle East, featuring romanticized de-
pictions of Bedouin customs and culture, aided by drawings and illustrations that
helped convey the sense of imaginative adventure.38

Musil’s involvement in imperial entanglements in the Islamic world, and his ten-
dency to reiterate common tropes about Bedouin cultures, were not exceptional.
Closer to home, Czechs were also notable agents in the apparatus of Habsburg colonial
rule over Bosnia. This included serving as administrators, civil servants and members
of the military; as Jitka Malecǩová has noted, in 1910 ‘Česká Beseda’ (The Czech
Forum), the Czech expatriate organization, listed some 2000 Czechs resident in Sara-
jevo, ranging from doctors to bankers, cooks, entrepreneurs and merchants.39 Of
greatest interest for the present discussion is their contribution as architects and en-
gineers to the building of the physical infrastructure of Bosnia, which was seen as a key
instrument of the modernizing aims of Habsburg rule. Karel Parí̌k (1857–1942), for
example, born in Jicí̌n, near Hradec Králové in eastern Bohemia, moved to Sarajevo
in the early 1880s and went on to build some of the most important civic buildings
in the city, such as the Europa Hotel (1882), the National Museum (1909–1913)
(Figure 4), the Sharia School (1887) and the Ashkenazi Synagogue (1902).40 Likewise,
František Blážek (1863–1944), a native of Zálší in eastern Bohemia, designed the mil-
itary garrison in Sarajevo (1898–1901), a number of hotels in the city and the gymna-
sium in Mostar (1902; Figure 5). For figures such as these, the sprawling Habsburg
territories provided numerous opportunities for employment and professional
advancement, yet by pursuing them, many members of the Czech-speaking

Figure 4. Karel Parí̌k, The Bosnian National Museum, Sarajevo (1909–1913). Photo: Julian Nycǎ.
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professional middle-classes became implicated in the wider geopolitical ambitions of
the Habsburg empire.

In many respects such imperial service should come as no surprise, for these
figures were products of the Habsburg system of education and professional training.
Parí̌k, for example, studied at the Academy of Fine Art in Vienna under Theophil
Hansen and Friedrich von Schmidt. In other words, in the absence of any alternative
system and structure of training, they were imbued with exactly the same values and
outlook as their German-speaking peers. The numbers cited by the Česká Beseda
indicate that, at the very least, Czechs tacitly accepted the Habsburg presence, pursu-
ing the professional opportunities it provided.

Such examples bring into question the long-held assumption that Czechs were in
some sense ‘innocent’ of involvement in the exercise of colonial power. Indeed, it
should consequently come as no surprise that Czechs were prone to the same kind
of exoticizing views of non-European cultures and peoples as their peers in France
and Britain. As Hana Navratilová has stated: ‘Czechs were as capable of producing
simplified or stereotyped observations… as any other European…we find an unmit-
igated feeling of European superiority, superiority dictated allegedly by religion,
overall cultural development and perhaps some racial prejudices.’41

Despite this acknowledgement, Navratilová attempts to exonerate Czechs by sug-
gesting that such attitudes represent a wider suspicion of the ‘other’ on the part of a
subaltern culture seeking to assert its identity, rather than reflecting a hostility specif-
ically towards Muslims or the ‘Orient’. Yet this is to miss the point of the original cri-
tique of orientalism that Said articulated some 45 years also, namely, that orientalizing
images were not some ‘additional’ layer of cultural representation, but were, rather,

Figure 5. František Blážek, The Mostar Gymnasium (1898–1902) after the restoration of 2009. Photo: Wolf-
gang Pehlemann.
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intrinsic to how French, Britons and other Europeans conceived of themselves. In
other words, Navratilová is herself potentially guilty of pleading for a kind of Czech
colonial innocence. Indeed, given the extent of involvement of Czechs in the grand
imperial projects of others, there is extensive evidence that the reverse was the case.
A notable example of this is the work of Alphonse Mucha.

Mucha is celebrated as an enormously successful poster designer in Paris in the
1880s and 1890s and then, later, as the author of the Slav Epic (1908–1928), a vast
cycle of 20 paintings depicting various episodes in Czech history as well as the legend-
ary history of the earliest Slavic peoples.42 Yet of particular relevance here is the design
he was commissioned to undertake by the Austria Government for the Pavilion for
Bosnia-Herzegovina at the Paris World’s Fair in 1900. Bosnia-Herzegovina had
been administered by the Habsburg government since 1878, when it was detached
from the Ottoman Empire. The pavilion was supposed to be an argument for the
legitimacy of that arrangement (in 1908 it was formally annexed) and everything
about the project suggested the paternalistic attitudes of a colonial regime. First, it
is significant that no Bosnians were invited to submit a design; the pavilion building
(Figure 6), consisting of a pastiche of various elements from vernacular ‘Balkan’ archi-
tecture, was by the almost forgotten Czech architect Karel Pánek. Mucha was respon-
sible for the extensive interior murals that suggested the Bosnian identity was a
combination of Slavic and Muslims elements brought together under beneficial Habs-
burg rule.43 In other words, Mucha was drawn into a project of supporting a legitimiz-
ing narrative that saw Austria-Hungary as bringing the blessings of enlightened
European civilization.

Figure 6. Karel Pánek, The Bosnia-Herzegovina Pavilion, Paris World’s Fair (1900). Photo: Brown University
Library.
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Czechs in Sarajevo were thus as prone as Austrians or Hungarians to thinking of
the Muslim inhabitants of Bosnia as exotic ‘orientals’, and the popularity of Alois
Musil’s accounts of his travels in the Islamic Middle East is evidence of a substantial
public appetite for exoticizing tales. This comparison is not fortuitous, for the Balkan
peninsula grew into an object of fascination for many Czechs during the nineteenth
century. Jaroslav Čermák (1830–1878), one of the most successful and popular pain-
ters of the mid-nineteenth century, who travelled widely around Bosnia, Croatia and
Montenegro, established his reputation as a painter on the basis of the images he
executed of the region, often paying particular attention to the political violence ac-
companying the bid for independence from Ottoman rule. Wounded warriors, cap-
tives and women being abducted by their brutal Ottoman enemies provided
dramatic imagery to fuel public curiosity about this wild zone abutting the Islamic
world, alongside picturesque ethnographic depictions such as his painting of a tradi-
tional wedding in Dalmatia (Figure 7).

We might consider the architectural designs by Parí̌k and Blážek in Bosnia in this
light, too, for some of their more notable projects, such as the gymnasium in Mostar
and the Sharia school in Sarajevo, exemplified a common characteristic of Habsburg-
era civic architecture, namely, the adoption of a neo-Moorish style. The most famous
example was the Sarajevo City Hall (1896, subsequently the National Library)
(Figure 8) by Alexander Wittek and Ćiril Ivekovic.́ This and numerous other buildings
erected across Bosnia have been the subject of study as instruments of Habsburg rule
and of an official policy that sought to cultivate loyalty through the provision of an
architecture that respected local traditions, and by fostering a local patriotism based
on the idea of a local identity, bošnjaštvo, that countered rival Croatian and Serbian

Figure 7. Jaroslav Čermák, Wedding in Dalmatia (1875–1877). Photo: Google Art Project.
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claims to the province.44 This policy exhibits certain parallels with that of British rulers
in India at the same time, where public buildings were designed in an ‘Indo-Saracenic’
style, a revivalist pastiche of various vernacular and historical ‘high’ architectural styles
of the Indian sub-continent, and for broadly similar reasons.45 What has been some-
what less examined is the fact that it was not always German-speaking Austrians or
Hungarian who were the agents of this policy, but rather members of other groups,
including the Czechs of Bohemia and Moravia.

Musil was not the only author of tales of ‘exotic’ places; travelogues and lec-
tures on travels to distant places became an established literary genre from the
late nineteenth century onwards. In the 1880s the Bohemian physician, cartog-
rapher and ethnographer Emil Holub (1847–1902), for example, was much in
demand as a public lecturer and author, in which he would recount his experi-
ences in southern Africa.46 Holub was, alongside Musil, just the most successful
of many figures, such as the botanist Alberto Fric ̌ (1882–1944) and the art
collectors Václav Stejskal (1851–1934) and Enrique Stanko Vráz (1860–1932).
Stejskal, for example, a native of north-eastern Bohemia, served in the Austrian
imperial navy through the 1870s and 1880s and later worked in the Supreme
Court of Accounts in Vienna. He took advantage of his voyages to the Asian
Pacific during those decades to acquire a significant number of objects from
China, Japan and other Asian countries.47 Vráz, renowned for his global
travels in the 1880s and 1890s to Africa, the Americas, China, Korea and Indo-
nesia, lectured widely and wrote about his journeys, publishing collections of
popular travel stories.48

Figure 8. Alexander Wittek and Ćiril Ivekovic,́ The Sarajevo City Hall (now Bosnian National Library) after the
2013 reconstruction (1896–1901). Photo: Bernard Gagnon.
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Whether as individual travellers, as architects working in the service of the state, as
explorers or as participants in state-sponsored expeditions, these individuals were all
beneficiaries of the wider European colonial system and, most importantly, took
advantage of it, not least in the ability to travel around the globe. Moreover, as Vla-
dimír Rozhoň has pointed out, almost none of them raised any voices against colonial-
ism; the only criticism was that of Fric,̌ who was more concerned with the violence of
the implementation of colonial rule than with its legitimacy per se.49 Holub, in con-
trast, was perhaps more representative of attitudes of the time when he expressed
belief in the necessity of colonialism to the civilizational mission of Europeans.50 He
wrote extensively on the impact of the European presence in southern Africa, for
example; it had led to wholesale slaughter, he acknowledged. Yet, still, colonial rule
was a necessity. This much was clear from a paper he published in English in 1877
on ‘the native question.’ Here, he declaimed, ‘Is the savage more than a child? No!
… The savage is in fact not unlike the stage of childhood in a civilized state…We
find the native tribes in different stages of childish development… ’

51 This was a
notion he repeated on numerous occasions. His travelogue Seven Years in Southern
Africa, published in Czech, German and English was even more emphatic:

The Hottentots, Griquas and Korannas may perhaps not inaptly be com-
pared to children that allow themselves to be attracted by anything that
amuses them, and clutch at whatever takes their fancy. For this reason
alone, in spite of anything they may acquire of the mechanical arts of
reading and writing, they must be unfit to be admitted as yet to the privileg-
es of a civilized race. It seems to me indispensable that before they can be
held entitled to the ordinary rights of citizenship they must be cultivated
to receive correct views about labour, capital and wages… and especially
to recognise the moral principle that should guide their transactions alike
amongst themselves and with the white men.52

In one sense, much of this is already known and perhaps hardly unexpected, either, for
Holub exemplifies a much wider phenomenon. A growing body of literature has ex-
amined these Bohemian and Czech encounters with ‘others’, whether cultures outside
of Europe or that of neighbours deemed ‘backward’.53 Even amongst Leftists the Eu-
ropean colonial project was not always criticized; the Bohemian-Austrian socialist
thinker and politician Karl Kautsky (1854–1938) rejected it, but others amongst the
Social Democrats held to its beneficial impact.54 The point here is not to single out
individuals like Holub as, in some sense, culpable. Rather, it is, precisely, to highlight
the fact that their views complied with attitudes that were widely held, even in puta-
tively progressive circles, and to emphasize their place in the colonial system.

Recent research has brought to light examples of the persistence of colonial atti-
tudes amongst the Prague social and political elite even after the creation of Czecho-
slovakia as a liberal democratic state in 1918. Despite the ambitions of Havlasa
towards Togo, Czechoslovakia remained a landlocked central European state, but it
ruled over peoples deemed to be on the ‘periphery’ of modern European civilization.
For amongst the territories it acquired after the First World War was Sub-Carpathian
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Ruthenia – previously part of Hungary – far to the east (it is now part of western
Ukraine), which it ruled as a semi-colonial fiefdom. For Czechs it was a place of
‘former oriental chaos and disorder.’55 One might expect that Hungarian inhabitants
of the region, forcibly integrated into the new state, might be hostile to Czech ‘impe-
rialism’, but Leftist Czech critics, too, complained in the 1930s about the colonial
attitudes of the Prague authorities.56 For as Marta Filipová has argued, the Czechoslo-
vak state latter saw itself as having a civilizing mission, and treated the culture of the
inhabitants of Ruthenia, especially the Rusyns, as exotic objects of an ethnographic
gaze, in a stance comparable to the way that Habsburg administration had viewed
itself in relation to Bosnia.57 Indeed, Czechs often referred to their work ‘civilizing’
the region as teachers, administrators, engineers and urban designers as a kind of
inner colonization.58

Such examples suggest that, in contrast to the insistence on the difference between
Habsburg and British/French imperialism, we can observe similarities when it comes
to the field of cultural policy and practice. This affects, of course, how we view the par-
ticipation of architects from Bohemia and Moravia in the wider culture of the Habs-
burg Empire and even after, in the Czechoslovak state. Yet where recognition of this
phenomenon has led to a reassessment of the architectural culture of Britain, France
and other major European states, this has had little impact on Czech architectural his-
toriography.59 The one monograph to have been published on Parí̌k, for example, cel-
ebrates his role in turning Sarajevo into a ‘European’ city, yet this is asserted with no
critical analysis of the cultural-political dynamics embedded in such a claim.60 More-
over, while it can be conceded that individuals such as Parí̌k were marginal presences
in the Bohemian and Moravian architectural landscape, they form part of a larger
body of representations and attitudes that show an affinity to those held elsewhere
in the imperial powers of Europe, even if there were no Habsburg overseas colonies
in the narrow sense of the term.

Collecting

One of the most prominent areas in which the question of decolonizing has been
debated has been that of museum collecting and exhibiting, due to its place in the
apparatus of European imperialism.61 No museums in the present-day Czech Repub-
lic have been an object of international interest comparable to that directed at, for
example, the British Museum or the Humboldt Forum, but there are significant col-
lections of Asian, African and native American artefacts in many museums, not only in
Prague but also in regional towns. The Náprstek Museum of Asian, African and Amer-
ican Cultures, now part of the National Museum, remains pre-eminent, but in Prague
alone there are other institutions with notable collections of global artefacts, including
the Department of Asian art in the National Gallery, as well as the extensive holdings
of the Museum of Decorative Arts. In addition, the Moravian Industrial Museum
(now part of the Moravian Gallery) in Brno as well as regional museums in, for
example, Liberec, Opava, Plzeň and České Budeǰovíce, all have notable collections
of art from China, Japan, India and the Islamic world.
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These were not amassed as a result of colonial conquest or appropriation, but they
were nevertheless compiled within the system of European colonialism. Their impetus
came from Vienna and, ultimately, Britain. The apparent success of the South Ken-
sington Museum (now the Victoria and Albert Museum) in London in improving
design quality prompted the Viennese art historian Rudolf Eitelberger to propose
the creation of the Austrian Museum for Art and Industry in 1862, which became
the template for nearly all subsequent museums of design in Austria-Hungary.62

The programme of reform associated with the design museums was global in
scope; right from the start, artefacts from India, Islamic cultures, China and Japan
were collected because it was held that they had managed to reconcile the preservation
of craft skills that had been lost in Europe (or indeed never known in the first place)
with the demands for larger scale production.63 It is often argued that museum dis-
plays were organized so as to convey an evolutionary view of human cultures in
which artefacts from Asia, Africa and elswhere represented earlier stages in civiliza-
tional development in contrast to Europe, which was understood, to use Donald Pre-
ziosi’s memorable phrase, as the ‘brain of the earth’s body’.64 However, the organizing
principle of the early museums of design was that ofmaterial, and not of geographical/
cultural, origin or historical evolution.65 In Britain the displays of global art in the
South Kensington museum also served as a prop for the intermeshed ideologies of
free trade and empire, but in Austria-Hungary, the purpose was initially to serve a dif-
ferent agenda. For the interest in art as a global phenomenon was often deployed to
support Habsburg cosmopolitanism and the message of unity in diversity, and it
was cultivated as a counter-narrative to emerging ideologies of art as the expression
of national identity on the part of various groups within the Habsburg Empire.

Such observations are important caveats when it comes to addressing the relation
between museums, collecting and colonialism, since they highlight the fact that Euro-
pean institutions cannot be treated with a single broadbrush approach. This should
not, however, diminish the extent to which the system of European colonialism
framed much museum collecting and display in the Habsburg Empire. The core of
the collection of Asian art of the Hungarian Museum of Applied Arts in Budapest,
for example, was based on a body of artefacts purchased by János Xántus (1825–
1894), whilst a member of the Austro-Hungarian East Asian Expedition of 1868,
and these objects were originally intended for a future ethnographic museum.66

A crucial event in this context was the Vienna World’s Fair of 1873. Spectacle,
consumption and the colonial order had been intrinsic to the logic of the fairs since
the Great Exhibition of 1851, in which British India had occupied pride of place.67

However, Vienna was the first such event in central Europe – including Germany –

and it was also the first world fair where there was significant representation from
Islamic and other Asian states, including Japan, China, Persia, Siam, the Ottoman
Empire and Morocco. It was a watershed in the opening up of mass markets for
‘exotic’ goods, and was important for the development of museum collctions in
Austria-Hungary. The Fair also prompted the founding of the Museum of the
Orient (initially, the Museum of Trade) in Vienna in 1875. Outside of Budapest
and Vienna, the idea of setting up an industrial museum in Brno, in Moravia, had
been motivated by the apparent success of the earlier World’s Fairs, but it was the
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Fair at Vienna that lay behind its creation in 1873, supported with a modest grant
from the Emperor.68

The design museums in Brno and Prague initially organized their collections by
material and, from their earliest years, acquired objects from the Islamic world,
Japan and China.69 This high-minded plan is offset when we consider the context
in which the objects were purchased. The Persian government, for example, had
invested much energy, money and diplomatic capital into its representation at the
Fair; its ruler Naser al-Din Shah was a modernizing figure who saw the event as an
opportunity to advance Persian interests. Indeed, such was the importance he attached
to it that he personally visited the Austrian capital, the first such visit by a Persian
ruler.70 Yet much as Persian art and craft was admired, the lack of industrial products
confirmed orientalizing prejudices about Persian technological backwardness. The
Fair was an important step in providing a ‘critical impetus for exhibiting Islamic art-
works in a manner that sensitively and thoughtfully attempted to consider their the-
matic, historical, and cultural relationships’, but as one commentator has put it, the
display nevertheless unwittingly provided fuel for stereotypes about European
superiority.71

It was thanks to the Fair that significant numbers of Persian carpets and other ar-
tefacts first made their way into museum collections in the Habsburg Empire. Most of
the objects acquired by the museums were not necessarily purchased at the Fair itself
but from the various dealers and mediating agents.72 One of the most important was
the firm of Philipp Haas in Vienna, which played an important role as a seller of ‘ori-
ental’ carpets through the carpet factory it set up in Sarajevo in 1879. The Museum for
Art and Industry in Vienna became a centre of trade in exotic goods through its close
relation to Haas, and one might also suggest more generally that the development of
the collections of Asian art in the museums of design, including those in Bohemia and
Moravia, were equally enmeshed in this trade in global exotic goods.73 Indeed, the ref-
erence to ‘exotic’ goods is pertinent here, since global art objects came to be recoded
not as exemplary instances of skill and techniques but as cultural tokens and ethno-
graphic artefacts. For if the 1873 World’s Fair in Vienna was a crucial in terms of
the display of ‘exotic’ cultures, it set in motion a process that intensified in subsequent
such events. The Universal Exhibition of 1889 in Paris was a particularly important
milestone in this context, for it provided a showcase of the ascendancy and intertwin-
ing of European imperialism and capitalism.74 The ‘Street of Cairo’, for example con-
sisted of an array of pavilions that presented an orientalizing microcosm of traditional
Egyptian culture, its stark juxtaposition next to the Palace of Machines highlighting
the difference between modern Europe and the seemingly backward Islamic world.
If it was initially held that Islamic, Chinese and Japanese art were to be emulated
for their technical skill, by 1889 this idea had disappeared.

Czech direct involvement in these world fairs was limited, but world fairs provid-
ed a crucial conduit where whereby artefacts from beyond Europe found their way
into museum collections in Bohemia and Moravia, thereby providing increased expo-
sure to the Czech public. In addition, other fairs organized by Czech-speakers con-
formed to a similar pattern of exoticizing displays of non-European cultures and
arefacts. The 1895 Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition held in Prague, for
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example, intended as a celebration of Czech (and to a lesser extent, Slovak) culture,
included an exhibition on native Americans (as part of the presentation on Czech
emigration to North America), that included a wigwam amongst the exhibits, as
well as a saloon bar in which one could be served by two African Americans for ad-
ditional colour and ‘entertainment’.75

Two key individuals in respect of collecting were Anna Fingerhutová (1788–
1873), her son Vojtečh Náprstek (1826–1894) and his wife Josefa Náprstková
(1838–1907), philanthropists and entrpreneurs, whose private museum is now the
basis of the National Museum’s collections of Asian, African and American artefacts.
They are much celebrated in the Czech Republic and in many respects were progres-
sive figures; they were advocates of women’s rights, and Vojtečh was a Liberal forced
into exile after the failure of the 1848 revolutions. A considerable number of studies
have been published of their work.76 Vojtečh played a key role in the pre-history of the
industrial museums in Prague, having organized two highly successful exhibitions of
design and applied arts in Prague in the early 1860s, but it is his role as a collector that
merits consideration here. The Museum in Prague that bears the Náprstek name and
which he opened in 1874 was initially based on the collection of objects Vojtečh had
amassed during his exile abroad in the 1850s. It comprised industrial goods, applied
arts, local crafts (‘the work of our mothers’) and ‘ethnographic collections from Africa,
Asia, America and Australia’.77

Most of this period was spent in the United States of America, first in New York
for a few weeks and then, for nearly 10 years, in Milwaukee in Wisconsin. Milwaukee
was expanding rapidly due to emigration from Germany, and Náprstek developed a
number of successful businesses, including a bookshop and between 1852 and 1854
he published a newspaper, theMilwaukee Flugblätter, the first German-language news-
paper in the United States.78 Crucially, as one of the more westerly territories being
occupied by Europeans, Wisconsin was also a contact zone with native Americans,
specifically, the Lakota tribes. During his stay in Milwaukee Náprstek amassed a col-
lection of some 130 ‘Indian curiosities,’ as he called them.79 We do not know the exact
circumstances under which they were acquired, and his correspondence from the
period gives no clues, but Náprstek’s interest in the Lakota extended to learning
their language. At the same time, his engagement with the Lakota came at a time of
conflict due to the encroachment of European settlers on Lakota territory.80 The
Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851, signed between the government and a confederation
of native peoples, had recognized the sovereignty of the latter over a vast swathe of
territory in the Great Plains, but this had been largely ignored by European settlers,
leading to intermittent conflict and massacres, such as the Grattan Massacre of
1855, in which a Lakota village had been wiped out by the US army, and culminating
in the Dakota War of 1862 in neighbouring Minnesota.81 In 1856 Vojtečh Náprstek
served as a member of an official US government mission to the Lakota tribe at a
time of conflict, although the nature of his role it is not clear.82

One should hesitate before jumping to conclusions about Vojtečh Náprstek’s per-
sonal role in this conflict, but nevertheless, his collection of Indian curiosities was
amassed in a context of colonial conquest and domination, of which he was certainly
beneficiary even if not an active participant. We can, moreover, take him as a
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paradigmatic example of the position of Czechs more generally: not necessarily agents
of an imperial power, but nevertheless, in their capacity as Austrian subjects and hence
as Europeans, as beneficiaries of a social, cultural and political hierarchy. Indeed, the
collections of the Náprsteks and their museum expanded from the 1880s onwards,
thanks to donations from individuals such as the poet and novelist Julius Zeyer
(1841–1901), Emil Holub, the chemist and ethnographer Pavel Durdík (1843–1903)
and the travel writer Josef Korěnský (1847–1938), all of whom acquired the objects
they donated in circumstances that bear similarity to the better known examples in
France or Britain. Most of these individuals died before the creation of Czechoslova-
kia, but they laid down a template that was continued after 1918. Between the wars,
the artist and illustrator Růžena Charlotta Urbanová (1905–1978) donated significant
numbers of artefacts from Indonesia to the museum after travelling there extensively
in the 1930s and 1940s, while Joe Hloucha (1881–1957), the nephew of Josef
Korěnský, became an important collector of Japanese art from the turn of the
century onwards, and his publications, exhibitions and donations made a significant
contribution to generating public interest in Japanese art and culture.

A further individual to have become the topic of interest recently is the artist
Vojtečh Chytil (1896–1936), who moved to China in 1921 and obtained a position
teaching at the art academy in Beijing. He played a notable role as a cultural mediator
between China and interwar Czechoslovakia. Not only was he held in high regard by
his local students and other Chinese artists with whom he became acquainted, but he
also staged a sequence of exhibitions of Japanese and Chinese art in the 1920s in
Prague, Brno and other cities, as well as in Vienna.83 We might distinguish Chytil
from his contemporaries in that although exhibitions of Chinese and Japanese art
were hardly rare, he was the only one to foreground work by living artists, specifically,
those he lived and worked with in Beijing. In place of the common orientalizing fas-
cination with historic objets d’art from China, he presented it as a site of continuing
artistic production.

Hloucha, Zeyer, Holub and others have been the subject of considerable interest
in recent years, and their travels and donations have been carefully documented.84

There is no questioning their contribution to expanding the horizons of Czech
culture. Nor indeed, is the sincerity of their enthusiasm in doubt. However, scholar-
ship on their activities is notable for its mostly celebratory tone and lack of deeper
analysis. One major project on interwar Czechoslovak ‘oriental studies’ explicitly
ruled out a critical framing of the activities of individual scholars and explorers in
terms of wider ideological and political dynamics and emphasized, instead, empirical
biographical sketches.85 This is not untypical of the approach of most studies on such
figures.

A more critical eye might view individuals such as Chytil in a slightly different
light. On the one hand he comes across as a sympathetic figure, promoting contem-
porary Chinese artists. Yet the particular artists whose work he exhibited – usually his
students – were mostly committed to the retention of traditional media (i.e. ink
drawing) subject matter and composition. He showed little interest in the various
modernisms that were emerging in China in 1920s, such as the New Culture Move-
ment in Shanghai, for example, which undertook a thorough questioning of inherited
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cultural and artistic practices.86 Thus, in being drawn to traditionalist kinds of con-
temporary art-making, Chytil was to some degree contributing to the maintenance
of a certain stereotypes of Chinese art at a time when it was going through a
process of rapid change.

We might compare him in this regard with his older British contemporary Ernest
Havell (1861–1934). Havell was a tireless promoter of Indian art, a prolific author of
works on the subject and was, from 1896 to 1905, director of the Government School
of Art in Kolkata.87 As director of the school, he encouraged his students to look to
vernacular models rather than imitate European art, but this did not translate into
a more generally critical stance towards British rule. Instead, he promoted a kind of
supervised empowerment, in which he saw it as his role, as part of the civilizing
mission of the British, to help Indians rediscover their own forgotten traditions. In
other words, despite his enthusiasm for Indian culture, Havell’s advocacy was a
form of beneficent paternalism.88 Mention of Havell in relation to Chytil is not arbi-
trary, for he was read approvingly in Czechoslovakia in the 1920s; his book Ideals of
Indian Art was an important source for the Prague-based philosopher Emmanuel
[Emanuel] Rádl’s (1873–1942) book East and West on the relations between Europe
and Asia.89 Yet there are also limits to such a comparison. Chytil was certainly not
a colonial administrator or a representative of colonial rule, even though he was a
figure of cultural authority. Nevertheless, we can observe that the mere fact of his ad-
vocacy of Chinese art did not automatically translate into a dismantling of old
hierarchies.

If we consider, too, how those other collectors mentioned accumulated their
various collections, the engagement of many Czechs with cultures outside of
Europe may also be viewed in a different light. One or two examples may be illustra-
tive. Julius Zeyer visited Paris for the 1889 World’s Fair and worked closely and in
consultation with Josefa Náprstková when purchasing objects for the museum. The
catalogue published by the National Museum lists over 1000 objects he donated to
the museum. They range from Iranian rugs, jewellery, metalworks and ceramic tiles
to Japanese dress accessories and Algerian costumes. The published correspondence
would indicate that this was often under direct instruction from Náprstková.90

Many were bought at the fair, while others were purchased at the Parisian department
stores such as Printemps and Le Bon Marché, ‘cathedrals of consumption’, as one com-
mentator has put it.91 These institutions sought to blur the boundaries between
museum and shop space in the production of a phantasmagoria of the orient and
exotic. Referring to the sale of Islamic rugs and porcelain, one promotional leaflet
from 1893 by Le Bon Marché, for example, declared ‘all artistic Paris gathered at the
BonMarche that day, and the store offered the sight of a vast oriental museum ... trans-
porting the imagination to the sunny land of a thousand and one nights’.92

Many of these transactions were, of course, entirely legitimate, and it would be
misleading to view the trade in Asian, African and Islamic artefacts solely through
the lens of colonialism, especially since this would rob many of the countries of
origin of any agency when it came to commercial transactions with Europeans. Nev-
ertheless, the fact that Zeyer purchased so many objects in the context of European
colonialism means that the distinction between the ‘colonial innocence’ of Czechs
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and the activities of collectors from other European states may be harder to draw than
we may wish to admit; the difference may only have been one of degree. Indeed, even
this judgement might come into question. The study of Emil Holub published by the
National Museum states that amongst his ethnographic collection were approximately
100 rock carvings from southern Africa.93 Given that many of these were carved on
large immobile rocks, bringing them back to Prague would have involved partial
destruction. Moreover, since these were often held to be sacred and mythological
images, it is difficult to imagine that anything like meaningful consent would have
been given by the local inhabitants.

Conclusion: Decolonizing the Present

In 1992 the Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano argued that:

It is necessary to extricate oneself from the linkages between rationality/mo-
dernity and coloniality ... epistemological decolonization, as decoloniality, is
needed to clear the way for new intercultural communication, for an inter-
change of experiences and meanings, as the basis of another rationality that
may legitimately pretend to some universality.94

This is decolonizing at its most ambitious and also, perhaps, its most speculative.
However, despite the significance of such aims, it is not necessary to engage with
the project in such wide-ranging terms in order to begin decolonizing Czech art
history. A basic starting point would be a critique of the entanglement of the art
world of Bohemia and Moravia in the wider system of European colonialism in
order to consider how its history may be rethought. This article suggests that even
though there has been growing scholarly interest in this theme, the terms in which
that entanglement has been thought require renewed critical scrutiny; at present,
many studies have still tended to view them in terms of artistic ‘influence’ or ‘inspi-
ration’.95 This applies not merely to the Habsburg period, which has been the main
focus of this article, but to the twentieth century. For example, TomášWinter has con-
vincingly demonstrated that the primitivist tropes familiar from European modernism
were as present in Prague and Brno as they were in Paris or Berlin, first in a shorter
study of the artist and collector Adolf Hoffmeister (1902–1973) and then in a larger
scale study of primitivism, Palms on the Vltava.96

The implications of this still need to be worked through, however, and a critical
interrogation of Czech modernism comparable to that of primitivism elsewhere still
needs to be undertaken.97 In his account of the presumption of colonial exceptional-
ism on the part of many Czechs, Filip Herza stresses that decolonizing should not be
seen merely as an attribution of colonial ‘guilt’ or as singling out individuals as mer-
iting censure. Rather, it is concerned with broader examination of how the construc-
tion of Czech culture and identity has been (and remains) shaped by the legacy of this
complex past, in order to then dismantle it. Czech and Czechoslovak art and culture
have been the primary focus for this article, but this is not to suggest that they are
uniquely problematic. Rather, it is the first step in opening the wider field of
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central European art history, in order to attend to the specific ways in which it was and
was not a participant in the larger European colonial project.
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12 Pavel Barša, ‘Nulový stupeň dekolonizace,’ Artalk Review 4, January 20, 2020, https://
artalk.cz/2020/01/20/nulovy-stupen-dekolonizace/ (accessed July 11, 2021). Barša’s
talk appeared in a special issue on the theme of colonialism.

13 Barša, ‘Nulový stupeň dekolonizace.’
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denci ‘otců zakladatelů’ (Prague: Academy of Sciences, 2019).

33 Edward Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (New York: Pantheon,
1978); Suzanne Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age of Empire: Religion, Race
and Scholarship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).

34 Alois Musil, Naše úkoly v orientalistice a v Oriente ̌ (Prague: Edward Leisching, 1920).
35 Alois Musil, Dnešní orient v politice sveťové (Prague: Union of Czechoslovak Mathe-
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pracuje; architektura a cěská politika 1918–1945/A Spirit at Work: Architecture and
Czech Politics 1918–1945 (Prague: VŠUP, 2020), 222–65.

59 See, for example, Jill Beaulieu and Mary Roberts, eds., Orientalism’s Interlocutors:
Painting, Architecture, Photography (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002);
Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones and Mary Roberts, eds., Edges of Empire: Orientalism and

Decolonizing Central Europe 27

https://ercbos.univie.ac.at/
https://ercbos.univie.ac.at/


Visual Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005). See, too, the reviews of the impact of Said’s
notion on architectural history: Zeynep Çelik, ‘Reflections on Architectural History
Forty Years after Edward Said’s Orientalism,’ Journal of the Society of Architectural
Historians 77, no. 4 (2018): 381–87, and Nasser Rabat, ‘The Hidden Hand: Edward
Said’s Orientalism and Architectural History,’ Journal of the Society of Architectural
Historians 77, no. 4 (2018): 388–96.
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2012), Vol. I, 22–24.

86 Julia Andrews, ‘Art in the New Culture of the 1920s,’ in Andrews and Kuiyi Shen, The
Art of Modern China (Berkeley: Los Angeles University Press, 2012), 47–72.

87 Of these the most widely read were The Ideals of Indian Art (New York: E. P. Dutton,
1920) and A Handbook of Indian Art (London: John Murray, 1920).

Decolonizing Central Europe 29



88 On Havell, see Debashish Banerjee, ‘The Orientalism of E B Havell,’ Third Text 16,
no. 1 (2002): 41–56.
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